Summary and conclusions A modified life events inventory was presented over a four-month period to 132 consecutive women going into spontaneous labour in Hull and Manchester. Three study groups were identified according to the duration of pregnancy. The levels of psychosocial stress in pregnancy were found to be particularly high in the mothers whose babies were born preterm. Stressful events may precipitate preterm labour in some women.
Introduction
The "battered fetus" was a concept first outlined by Pugh' when he described the possible disastrous consequences to the fetus of physical violence to the pregnant abdomen. The wellbeing of the infant may also be affected when the mother is subjected to psychosocial stress during her pregnancy: pyloric stenosis2 and peptic ulceration3 We found the women particularly ready to talk about stress during their pregnancies three to four days after delivery, and we interviewed 132 women at this time over the four months. We defined three study groups according to the duration of pregnancy. Eighty-three women were at full term (> 37 weeks' gestation), 30 had preterm babies (33-36 weeks'), and 19 had very preterm babies (< 33 weeks'). The mothers of the term babies were interviewed by whichever of us happened to conduct the routine medical examination of the newborn baby, so that some rapport with the mother was already established. The 
Results
There was no significant difference between the three study groups in age, gravidity, or parity (table I). Table II shows the social-class distribution of the two groups. The proportions of women from social classes IV and V in the term group and the preterm groups combined were similar. between the very preterm and the term groups was highly significant (P <0-01). There was no statistical difference, however, between the two preterm groups, though the clear trend was shown, and because of this we combined these two groups to explore the influence of social class on our results. 
Discussion
Our results clearly show that those pregnancies resulting in premature labour are far more likely to have been stressful. This is particularly striking because in a shortened pregnancy fewer major life events would generally be expected. Our groups were well matched for age, gravidity, and parity, and the results were independent of any effect social-class composition of the study groups might have had.
The incidence of major life events in the one week immediately preceding the onset of labour was much higher in the preterm groups. It 
If, indeed, we accept that high levels of psychosocial stress in pregnancy bear an important influence on the likelihood and timing of the onset of premature labour we should explore ways of reducing stress. In our study we were measuring the incidence of major life events, and it is unlikely, on the whole, that we could adopt a preventive role. An effort could be made, however, to reduce some of the stresses created by the major life events, by giving either moral support or financial help. Importantly, many of the women interviewed had been having continuous worry for many months during their pregnancy, totally unbeknown to the antenatal clinic team of midwives, junior medical staff, and obstetricians.
We apply the terms caring and caretaking to the mothers of growing children. Clearly, these terms could be applied to the guardians of the growing fetus too, including the mothers, fathers, close relatives, and attending physicians. At the moment the antenatal service in Britain is a good caretaking service, but most would agree that it falls short of being a good caring service too. Providing an understanding ear, with perhaps more specially trained social workers in all antenatal clinics, might well be an effective initial step. If we ignore the facts as presented here then we must accept that the prevalence of premature labour cannot be further reduced and that the perinatal mortality and morbidity resulting will soon be at an irreducible minimum.
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